Destruction and loss of bronchial cartilage in cystic fibrosis.
We studied by means of serial sections of intact isolated bronchi, the distribution and morphology of bronchial cartilage in lobar and segmental airways of 6 patients with cystic fibrosis (CF). Findings were compared to those of 4 young adults without CF who served as controls. Compared to the controls, cartilage in CF airways extended for a shorter absolute distance along the bronchial tree and disappeared at a more proximal branching level. Loss of cartilage appeared to correlate with the severity of bronchiectasis. In proximal airways chronic inflammation, destruction and fibrous replacement of cartilage preceded its disappearance. Immunohistochemical staining indicated that cells of monocyte/macrophage lineage (CD68, MAC387 positive) were most closely associated with chondrolysis. Dystrophic calcification and ossification were more commonly seen in CF bronchi and dystrophic calcification was present even in the lobar branches. Destruction of bronchial cartilage is the result of sustained bronchial infection and chronic inflammation and is an additional contributory factor to bronchiectasis and airway instability in patients with CF.